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NOSB Livestock Committee Recommendation 
Pasture Requirements for the National Organic Program 

Feb 1, 2005 
 

Introduction 
 
The USDA National Organic Program (NOP) has requested NOSB provide guidance concerning 
the pasture requirements of the National Organic Program that the NOP can review and distribute 
to accredited certifying agents and post on the NOP website.   
 
The following recommendation is based on the NOSB’s June 2000 and October 2001 pasture 
recommendations and the standards currently required under the NOP regulations, attached in 
addenda to this document. The NOP Final Rule defines “pasture” as “land used for livestock 
grazing that is managed to provide feed value and maintain or improve soil, water, and vegetative 
resources.” 7 CFR 205.2. Pasturing is required under the Livestock Health Care Practice 
Standard (7 CFR 205.238) and under Livestock Living Conditions (7 CFR 239). The Final Rule 
provides that temporary confinement is allowed in certain circumstances. This recommendation 
will provide further guidance on the meaning of temporary confinement and stage of production.   
 
As stated in the October 2001 NOSB recommendation, requiring pasture for ruminants ensures 
an organic production system which provides living conditions that allow animals to satisfy their 
natural behavior patterns, provides preventative health care benefits and answers the consumer 
expectation of humane animal care. Organic pasture management reflects a synthesis of crop 
and livestock production principles that works from the soil up to promote an interdependent 
community of plants and ruminants. Organically managed pasture should produce the quantity 
and quality of edible plants suitable to the species, stage of production, and number of animals. 
Pasture assures a relationship between the animal and land that satisfies both organic principles 
and international standards for organic livestock. 
 
We are seeking further comment as well for clarifications of the definition of pasture, more 
specificity on what constitutes “significant portion of the total feed” and any species-specific 
guidelines that may be suitable for a program that is national in scope. 
 
Recommendation 
 
The NOSB recommends the following:  
 
1. Organic System Plan.  
 
Ruminant livestock shall graze pasture during the months of the year when pasture can provide 
edible forage. The grazed feed must provide a significant portion of the total feed requirements. 
The Organic System Plan shall include a timeline showing how the producer will work to 
maximize the pasture component of total feed used in the farm system. For livestock operations 
with ruminant animals, the operation’s Organic System Plan shall describe: a) the amount of 
pasture provided per animal; b) the average amount of time that animals are grazed on a daily 
basis; c) the portion of the total feed requirement that will be provided from pasture; d) 
circumstances under which animals will be temporarily confined; and e) the records that are 
maintained to demonstrate compliance with pasture requirements. 
 
2.  Temporary Confinement. 
 
Temporary confinement means the period of time when ruminant livestock are denied pasture. 
The length of temporary confinement will vary according to the conditions on which it is based 
(such as the duration of inclement weather) and instances of temporary confinement shall be the 
minimum time necessary. In no case shall temporary confinement be allowed as a continuous 
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production system. All instances of temporary confinement shall be documented in the Organic 
System Plan and in records maintained by the operation. 
 
Temporary confinement is allowed only in the following situations:  
 

a) During periods of inclement weather such as severe weather occurring over a period 
of a few days during the grazing season;  

b) Conditions under which the health, safety, or well being of an individual animal could 
be jeopardized, including to restore the health of an individual animal or to prevent 
the spread of disease from an infected animal to other animals;  

c) To protect soil or water quality; or  
d) During a stage of production; 

i.  For ruminants, a “stage of production” that warrants temporary confinement 
from pasture include: a) birthing; b) dairy animals up to 6 months of age1 and c) 
beef animals during the final finishing stage, not to exceed 120 days2.   
ii. Lactation of dairy animals is not a stage of production under which animals 
may be denied pasture for grazing. 

 
Committee vote: 
 
5 yes, 0 no, 3 absent

                                                 
1 The NOSB recommends 6 months for young animals to allow for weaning and prevention of parasites. 
2 The NOSB recommends 120 days for the finishing of bovines based on comments received from beef producers who 
indicated that 120 days is the amount of time needed to achieve “choice” grades of beef. 
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Addendum A: Final Rule citations relevant to pasture (emphasis added) 
 
205.2  Terms defined. 
 
Pasture.  Land used for livestock grazing that is managed to provide feed value and maintain or 
improve soil, water, and vegetative resources. 
 
205.238 Livestock health care practice standard. 
 

(a) The producer must establish and maintain preventive livestock health care practices, 
including: 

 
(3) Establishment of appropriate housing, pasture conditions, and sanitation practices to 

minimize the occurrence and spread of diseases and parasites; 
 
205.239 Livestock living conditions. 
 

(a) The producer of an organic livestock operation must establish and maintain livestock 
living conditions which accommodate the health and natural behavior of animals, 
including: 

 
(2) Access to pasture for ruminants: 
 
(b) The producer of an organic livestock operation may provide temporary confinement for 

an animal because of: 
 
(1) Inclement weather; 
 
(2) The animal’s stage of production; 

 
(3) Conditions under which the health, safety, or well being of the animal could be 

jeopardized; or 
 

(4) Risks to soil or water quality. 
 
Addendum B: Preamble to the Final rule – citations relevant to pasture 
 
The definition of “pasture” we included emphasizes that livestock producers must manage their 
land to provide nutritional benefit to grazing animals while maintaining or improving the soil, 
water, and vegetative resources of the operation. The producer must establish and maintain 
forage species appropriate for the nutritional requirements of the species using the pasture. Page  
80571 
 
A producer must provide livestock with a total feed ration composed of agricultural feed products, 
including pasture and forage that is organically produced. Page 80572 
 
At its June 2000 meeting, the NOSB stated that the allowance for temporary confinement should 
be restricted to short-term events such as birthing of newborn or finish feeding for slaughter stock 
and should specifically exclude lactating dairy animals. Page 80573 
 
In the final rule, temporary confinement refers to the period during which livestock are denied 
access to the outdoors. The length of temporary confinement will vary according to the conditions 
on which it is based, such as the duration of inclement weather. The conditions for implementing 
temporary confinement for livestock do not minimize the producer’s ability to restrain livestock in 
the performance of necessary production practices. For example, it is allowable for a producer to 
restrain livestock during the actual milking process or under similar circumstances, such as the 



This Document Does Not Represent Official USDA Policy 

 4

administration of medication, when the safety and welfare of the livestock and producer are 
involved.  Page 80574 
 

Addendum C: NOSB Recommendation – Adopted October 17, 2001 
 

Pasture 
Livestock Committee Recommendation 

October 17, 2001 

The NOSB Livestock committee puts forth the following proposed wording as a clarification for 
the present “access to pasture for ruminants” in the Final Rule. The following addresses what we 
see as the intent, the benefits, the recommended standard and the references in the NOP Final 
Rule related to the requirement of pasture for ruminants. 

Intent: 

The intent of requiring pasture for ruminants is to ensure an organic production system that 
provides a living condition that allows the animal to satisfy their natural behavior patterns, 
provides preventative health care benefits and answers the consumer expectation of humane 
animal care. The intent is to incorporate a pasture plan as a required part of the organic livestock 
system plan. 

Pasture management fulfills an integral role in nutrition, health care and living condition 
requirements of organic ruminant production. Pasturing represents a complex task of applying the 
organic principles to an organic livestock operation. Pasture management in recent decades has 
evolved and like organic also requires a management plan for effective implementation. 

Organic pasture management reflects a synthesis of crop and livestock production principles that 
works from the soil up to promote an interdependent community of plants and ruminants. 
Organically managed pasture should produce the quantity and quality of edible plants suitable to 
the species, stage of production, and number of animals. Pasture contributes to preventive health 
care management by enabling ruminants to develop and reproduce under conditions that reduce 
stress, strengthen immunity, and deter illness. Pasture affords ruminants the freedom of choice to 
satisfy natural behavior patterns. Pasture assures a relationship between the animal and land that 
satisfies both organic principles and international standards for organic livestock. 

Benefits: 

Pasture provides many benefits to the organic livestock farm. Significant benefits gained by 
pasturing ruminants are in the following areas: 

Herd health -- Common benefits associated with pasture are improved feet and leg strength, less 
breeding problems, lower culling rates and enhanced immunity. 

Environmental-Animals walking to pasture saves non-renewable energy, reduces equipment 
needs, spreads manure out naturally avoiding concentration of manure. Water pollution is a 
primary concern of organic consumers and concentrated manures from livestock production can 
be a major source of pollution to water sources. 

Production-Pasturing can be as productive as dry lot production. While pasture may not produce 
record amounts of milk or the fastest growth rate for beef animals, net returns are favorable when 
all factors are measured. 

Consumer expectation-The public comment from the two proposed rules shows a clear 
expectation that consumers have for pasture for ruminant livestock as part of humane livestock 
practices. There are food health and safety benefits from pasture produced livestock products 
that are important to the organic consumer. 
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NOSB LIVESTOCK COMMITTEE RECOMMENDED STANDARD 

ACCESS TO PASTURE FOR RUMINANTS: 

1. Ruminant livestock must have access to graze pasture during the months of the year when 
pasture can provide edible forage, and the grazed feed must provide a significant portion of the 
total feed requirements. The Farm Plan must include a timeline showing how the producer will 
work to maximize the pasture component of total feed used in the farm system. 

2. The producer of ruminant livestock may be allowed temporary exemption to pasture because 
of: 

a. Conditions under which the health, safety, or well-being of the animal could be jeopardized. 

b. Inclement weather 

c. Temporary conditions which pose a risk to soil and water quality. 

3. The producer of bovine livestock may be allowed exemption to pasture during the following 
stages of production: [Note: recommendations for other ruminant livestock are being developed] 

a. Dairy stock under the age of 6 months 

b. Beef animals during final stage of finishing for no more than 120 days 

Implementation issues: 

Organic pasture management should respond to site-specific conditions by integrating cultural, 
biological, and mechanical processes that foster cycling of resources, promote ecological 
balance, and conserve biodiversity. Site-specific conditions in organic pasture management 
include the area of land available for grazing, the land’s pasture carrying capacity, its suitability to 
accommodate the natural behavior of the herd, and its capacity to recycle the animals' waste. 
Organic ruminant producers must develop an organic system plan that correlates their intended 
practices with the site-specific conditions on their operation. Natural variation in climate, 
topography, precipitation, vegetation, and breed selection may mean organic system plans may 
vary widely. Nevertheless, because all organic pasture systems will be managed through the 
consistent application of the fundamental principles of cycling resources, promoting ecological 
balance, conserving biodiversity and promoting livestock’s health and well being. 

Organic ruminant producers must manage pasture by prioritizing the use of available resources to 
meet the nutritional, behavioral, and waste recycling requirements of the grazing herd. Land that 
normally produces stored feed may have to be converted to pasture to maximize pasture for the 
corresponding herd size. Producers may use allowed crop production practices such as seeding 
and the application of approved fertilizers and soil amendments to augment the productivity of 
their pasture. Conversely, producers may maintain no-input systems that provide ruminants with 
naturally occurring forage. The amount of producer activity is less important than the requirement 
that the practices that are implemented are consistent with the standards including conservation 
of the operation's natural resources. Organic ruminant producers will have to adapt the 
composition and size of their herd to the site-specific conditions of their operation. 

FINAL RULE REFERENCES: 

Pasture definition: Land used for livestock grazing that is managed to provide feed value and 
maintain or improve soil, water, and vegetative resources. 

This definition leaves no question that the pasture is not an exercise lot due to the land 
management issues listed. Inherently this definition requires that adequate acres be supplied for 
the number of ruminants on the organic farm for the growing season. In order for pasture to 
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maintain or improve soil, water, and vegetative resources it must be managed to avoid 
overgrazing. Pasture plants, whatever they are, can not be maintained or improved nor can they 
provide feed value unless the grazing system maximizes growth via the timing of the animals 
grazing. 

Livestock health care practice: 

205.238(a)-must maintain preventative livestock health care practices 

Recent studies as well as practical experience by producers show significant benefits for livestock 
health in diverse areas including feet health, breeding, calving and improved immunity. 

205.238(a)(3)-establishment of appropriate pasture conditions to minimize the occurrence and 
spread of diseases and parasites 

The same practices that assure satisfying the definition of pasture also satisfy this requirement. 
Modern pasture management utilizes frequent rotation of pasture which can be timed to disrupt 
parasite and disease cycle. 

Livestock living conditions 

205.239(a)-must maintain livestock living conditions which accommodate the health and natural 
behavior of animals 

Pasturing ruminants both satisfies this requirement and satisfies the consumer's perception of 
organic livestock living conditions. 

205.239(a)(2)-access to pasture for ruminants 

This standard combined with the definition and the above standards clearly support the 
requirement listed above. 

 

 


